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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
The advent of suicide in society has long since
bewildered the minds of mankind. That it has happened, and
continues to happen, has been a stimulus to many persons
interested in finding a cause or offering an explanation for
its occurrence. Early attempts to explain this act of self-
destruction dealt primarily with demonological and theolog
ical speculations. Most arguments were centered around the
right of the individual to take his own life. Such early
writers as Montesquieu, Voltaire, and Rousseau, challenged
the laws on suicide and argued the right of the individual
to choose between life or death. While this manner of view
ing suicide was not perpetuated by all writers of this period,
little was accomplished, in terms of understanding suicides,
until the works of Emile Durkheim and Sigmund Freud.
Both men, working in two different fields, are given
credit for the major advancements made in the area of
1
understanding suicides. Freud's psychoanalytic theory of
suicide and Durkheim's sociological approach to suicide, are
the first two major works which offered testable propositions
about the occurrence of suicide. According to Jackson,
Freud's theory states that the individual turns his sadism
inwardly, toward himself... Durkheim however, focused his
attention on the forces of society which affects the individ
ual himself. Perhaps one of the best known theories on sui
cide since Freud's original work, has been developed by Karl
Menninger. Menninger feels that there are three elements in
any suicide—"the wish to kill, the wish to be killed, and
2
the wish to die." Around the world each year millions of
people die by self-inflicted means. As a matter of fact, in
the United States, thousands of persons commit this act of
self-murder each year. "It is estimated" says Joost Meerloo,
"that eighty percent of all people admit to having played
with suicidal tendencies." Unfortunately, a good many of
these people succeed in taking their lives.
Edwin S. Shneidman and Norman L. Farberow, Clues to
Suicide (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1957), pp. 11-12.
2Ibid., p. 16.
Earl A. Grollman, Suicide: Prevention, Intervention,
Postvention (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), p. 5.
According to Meerloo, "four times as many men kill
themselves than women, and in the United States three times
as many whites as Negroes kill themselves." Hendin says,
however, "that inadequate studies of national figures dealing
with black and white suicide rates, has obscured the fre
quency of suicide among young urban blacks...only after the
age of forty-five does the suicide rate for whites increase
so drastically over that for blacks that it eventuates in
o
higher totals for whites."
Past investigations have revealed much about suicides
among different groups and/or races within society. Through
the use of various scientific methods and tools, social sci
entists have gathered statistics which offer some explanations
as well as reasons, for this social phenomenon. The social
scientist is greatly handicapped however, in his search for
data dealing with actual cases of suicide. Each year deaths,
which may be unconsciously self-directed, are labeled homo-
cide or accidental. Homocide rates, though lower for the
total population than suicide rates, account for a signif
icant number of deaths each year. Of even greater importance
Joost A. M. Meerloo, Suicide and Mass Suicide (New
York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 1968), p. 80.
Herbert Hendin, Black Suicide (New York: Basic
Books Inc., 1969), p. 5.
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is the fact that homocide rates for blacks is tremendously-
higher than black suicide rates. Hendin says that "black
homocide rates reaches its peak during the age period of
twenty to thirty-five years of age." The number of deaths
which result from excessive use of alcohol and/or drugs,
those deaths that result from one person taunting another
person or persons to kill him, and those deaths which may
occur as a result of ones participation in possible life-
taking activities, are all in a sense suicides. Unfortu
nately, however, there are no known sociological schemes ac
curate enough to determine the number of deaths that might
be misconstrued and labeled as accidentals or homocides.
In the United States, suicide and suicide rates
within the white populace has been well studied and
researched. On the contrary, however, little is known about
black suicide and its rates. It has not been until recently
that scholars have developed an interest in black suicides.
Suicide is not a racial problem and should not be treated as
such. That it might be more prevalent among one segment of
the population than another is not justification enough to
limit its study primarily to that segment. Suicide in
American society can best be understood through the studies
id., p. 3.
of each segment suicidal trends in connection with its over
all exposure to the society. It is for this purpose that
the occurrence of suicide among blacks has been selected for
study.
Method of Data Collection
In preparation for this paper, numerous books, arti
cles, and government documents, were reviewed for possible
source materials. Those books, articles, and government
documents, listed in the bibliography were selected because
they were the most representative of the study of suicide.
Furthermore, there was ample justification for each technique
and research tool used in each study of suicide and related
areas. One particular difficulty, however, was encountered
while dealing with suicide rates listed in the Vital and
Health Statistics Publications from the "National Center for
Health Statistics." Until recent years, suicide rates were
recorded as white and nonwhite. In dealing with the nonwhite
statistics it is assumed that approximately ninety-three to
ninety-five percent of the total statistics refers to Negroes.
Of the utmost importance, however, is that recent studies
show that other ethnic groups (other than Negroes) have a
suicide rate relatively comparable to that of whites. This
fact, when viewing the nonwhite statistics in this paper,
should be kept in mind. This is not intended to cloud or
hide the true black suicide rate. It is merely intended to
show that the Negro rate, when observed separately, may be
lower than the nonwhite rate.
Review of the Literature
There have been numerous works done on the subject of
suicide. One of the landmark works, Suicide; A Study in
Sociology, done by Emile Durkheim, was one of the first major
works which reflects the many reasons why this act of self-
destruction occurs. This study took place in Europe and is
a study of several European countries in which suicide had
been most prevalent. Durkheim related suicide to social in
tegration and social status. He concluded that the greater
the social integration of the person through such insti
tutions as marriage and the church, the less frequently this
person will commit suicide. Durkheim also concluded that the
higher the person's status, the greater the danger of loss of
status and the more likely subsequent suicide. There have
been thousands of books published since Durkheim1s study.
Some have sought to expand Durkheim1s theories and others
have sought to either refute or formulate new ones. Such
1Ibid., p. 132
sociologists as Maurice Halbwachs, Andrew Henry, and James
Short, are only a few who have attempted to broaden Duekheim's
theory on suicide. Their main objective, according to Hendin,
seems to be finding propositions about suicide which would be
true for all cultures at all times. Jack P. Gibbs and Walter
T. Martin have also worked with Durkheim's theory.
Gibbs and Martin related the suicide rate to the sta
bility of social relations. They correlated more instability
with more suicide. Hendin says, however, "if disruption in
social relations were the central factor in suicide, the
black population of all ages would have a suicide rate ten
times that of the white population."2 Also, in contradicting
Durkheim's theory, Hendin has this to say:
According to Durkheim's idea of social integration
and status, urban suicide rates should be higher than
rural rates because there is less social integration in
cities. Suicide rates should be lowest among the
poorest social classes. While this may be true for
European countries, experience in the United States has
contradicted this. The rural suicide rate in the United
States is as high as the urban rate, in fact, it has
been higher in recent years. Moreover, in the United
States the highest suicide rate is found among the
lowest social classes.
As was indicated earlier, source materials on black
suicide are very limited. Hendin's book. Black Suicide, and
id., pp. 132-133. 2Ibid., p. 134.
3Ibid., pp. 132-133.
8
A. Alvarez's, The Savage God, both deal with suicide as it
directly affects the black populace. Also dealing with
black suicide is Warren Breed's, The Negro and Fatalistic
Suicide, unpublished manuscript, Tulane University. Breed's
manuscript deals most specifically with the problems that
Negroes have in dealing with the police and other authorities.
Breed examines these feelings and asserts that the "Negroes
feelings of impotence in dealing with these problems brings
about his act of self-destruction."
Aside from the difficulty mentioned concerning
limited source materials, of even greater difficulty is the
unavailability of data dealing with black suicide from a
socioeconomic point of view. With the increased advances of
Negroes in areas of education, occupation, and income, and
an apparent increase in their rate of suicide, a sociolog
ical study which attempts to find some correlation between
the two would be most valuable. It is within this thought
that this paper is undertaken.
Hypothesis
In reviewing the literature for the preparation of
this paper, many different explanations for the act of
1Ibid., p. 133
suicide were encountered. These explanations ranged from
elements of climatic conditions to individual disassociations
within society. Most social scientists today have ruled out
the possibility of climatic conditions having a profound
effect on the individuals act of self-destruction. On the
contrary however, the effects of social relations within
society has greatly interested the social scientist, who is
inevitably, seeking a more profound knowledge of the occur
rence of suicide.
Over the past few years, suicidal trends among blacks
has increased steadily. This increase can be easily observed
when comparing past suicidal trends to recent suicidal trends
for blacks. Significant gains have been accomplished in
understanding suicidal trends as they are related to certain
social conditions found in society. Social scientists have
found correlations between suicide and other elements in
society such as; status integration and role conflict, loose
associations between the individual and social institutions,
and many other elements. However, little has been done to
show some degree of correlation between suicidal tendencies
and socioeconomic attainment among certain segments of
society. Ttfhile this does not hold true for whites in the
United States, it most certainly gains validity when referring
10
to minority groups in this country.
It is felt that the increase in socioeconomic status
for blacks has brought about new role conflicts which are
not found in blacks of lower status. Furthermore, it is
also felt that increased socioeconomic status has affected
the adaptive nature of blacks in their later years. With
the disruption of two former suicide preventives, suicide
has possibly become more prevalent among blacks in the United
States today. In an attempt to better understand the possi
ble relationship between suicide and increased socioeconomic
status for blacks, this conjectual statement will be con
sidered: As blacks move from a state of lower socioeconomic
status, to one of higher socioeconomic status, their suicidal
tendencies increases; this is based on higher educational at
tainment, increased income and better occupational opportu
nities, and a general upgrading of social status.
Methodology
In viewing the increase in black suicides from a
socioeconomic point-of-view, an attempt will be made to show
how black consciousness is shaped through the family, the
church, and American society in general. The advances made
by the Negro race in such areas as education, occupation and
income, and social status will be viewed in comparison to
11
whites in an attempt to find correlations between black and
white suicides. Furthermore, the threat of self-destruction,
in reference to the black man, will be viewed from the stand
point of a changing way of life, the struggle for acceptance,
and the need of greater black awareness.
The sociological research method to be employed here
is the "Analysis of Existing Data." The difficulties experi
enced in using this research method has been expressed
earlier in the "Method of Data Collection" and the "Review
of the Literature." The use of tables will be employed to
express certain relationships between blacks and whites.
The tables will show educational attainment, levels of in
come and occupation, and suicide rates of blacks and whites.
Primary emphasis will be placed on the years 1950 through
1974. However, for purposes of gaining a better understand
ing of black and white relationships, other time periods
will be discussed.
CHAPTER II
THE SHAPING OF BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS
The Family
The family, in the history of mankind, has played
and continues to play, a very important role in the develop
ment of each of its respective members. There are families
who share a close knit relationship with one another and
there are those who share a very loose relationship. Becker
says, "People who live under crowded conditions obviously
have little privacy, a factor, which may be of great impor
tance, especially in its effects upon interpersonal
1
relations." Overcrowdedness is prominent among lower class
blacks and could, according to Becker, have an affect on the
individual's ability to relate to himself. Many social sci
entists feel that this inability is a major factor in his
act of self-destruction. If this is true, then the suicide
1Ernest Becker, "Socialization, Command of Perfor
mance, and Mental Illness," The American Journal of Sociol
ogy 67 (March 1962): 494.
12
13
rate for lower class persons living in crowded houses, should
be higher than for those living in less crowded houses. An
example of these living conditions can be best exemplified
by persons living in inner city areas and by persons living
in suburban areas. Although it would seem that the individual
living in the ghetto would be most likely to kill himself,
this is not totally correct. It is the person living in sub
urban areas that is most likely to take his life. The sub
urban has the "ideal" life style. He works eight hours a
day and then returns home to a nice quiet neighborhood, with
children playing and the wife busily preparing dinner. Here
he is, with all the time in the world to worry about his
problems and to ponder a quick way of solving them. Could
his solution possibly be one which would lead him to self-
destruction? On the contrary, the ghettoian is so busy
trying to stay alive, until he does not have the time to
commit suicide. Of course, this is a very hypothetical
situation. Suicide, although more prevalent in some areas
than others, exists in many populated areas of the United
States. However, this hypothetical situation is not totally
unencompassing of the individuals act of self-destruction in
both areas.
The role which the family plays in shaping the
14
development of the child is very important in that it could
possibly someday help the child make a decision which would
prevent him from committing suicide. As Dr. Ackerman has
stated,
In a family that is caught up in the conflicts be
tween mother and father, the children are also very
often, if not always, caught in this whirlpool of par
ental conflict and accommodate to family positions
require of them by the distortion of the parental rela
tionship. The personality disorders of the various
family members are structured according to the dynamic
interplay of these persons acting out their respective,
mutually interdependent family roles.
Although family disorganization has been cited as a factor
of many individuals act of self-destruction, Duvall says,
"that today's family is freed from traditional drudgeries,
and is more specialized than ever before as it focuses upon
2
the development of its members as its central goal." This
is truly indicative of black and white middle-class families
today. At this point it may seem that strong family organi
zation and member relations are being stressed as deterrants
for suicide. It is not intended this way. What is meant,
however, is that these families exist under conditions that
are different, therefore a different kind of relationship is
■hsrathan W. Ackerman, The Psychodynamics of Family
Life (New York: Basic Books Inc., 1958), p. 95.
2Evelyn M. Duvall, Family Development (Philadelphia
and New York: J. B. Lippencott Co., 1962), p. 67.
15
required of them. Is it possible that the kind of family
relationship idealized by and of the middle class could be
better than that actually lived by lower class persons? Who
can really say? The act of self-destruction is an active
social agent in both classes.
Granted that family life and its relationship to
each member is changing, this does not necessarily mean that
the problems which the individual faces, however self-
directed, will ultimately disappear. On the contrary, ac
cording to Farson, "the quality of family life is far better
than it has ever been, and it will achieve new heights in
the future...because of this improvement, there will be in
creased discontent and family failure." Farson feels, that
"in order for the individual to gain more competence in
dealing with himself and society, he will have to express
2
more individualism to each family member."
The Church
The church has long since been an instrument in the
prevention of individual acts of self-murder. However,
Ijohn L. Farson, "The Future of the Family," Behav-
orial Science Predicts and Projects (New York: Family Serv




today there seems to be a breakdown in the controls which
the church once held over the individual. Of equal or per
haps even more importance, is the fact that for some rela
tively unknown reason black suicide rates are increasing.
According to Kobler and Stotland, "suicide is often communi
cated by hopelessness and helpless response radiated by the
potential victim....Suicidal attempts and verbal or other
communications of suicidal intents are efforts, however mis
directed, to solve problems of living, as frantic pleas for
help and hope from other people: help in solving the problems,
and hope that they can be solved." The role of the church
in the past had been to offer this type of guidance and
understanding. However, it is felt that churches today are
too preoccupied with physical structure and the quality and
quantity of its members, to take the much needed time to
listen to each individuals problems. This perhaps is not
true for some churches, especially for Catholic churches,
since they are primarily structured to adhere to the indi
viduals problems through Mass. In spite of the fact that
Catholicism offers a rather strong defense against suicide,
very few blacks are Catholics. Frazier says, "—the
•'■Arthur L. Kobler and Ezar Stotland, eds., The End
of Hope (Glencoe, 111.: The Free Press, 1964), p. 1.
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espousal of racial equality and integration by the Catholic
church has recently aided the Catholic cause among Negroes,
but the number of Negroes in Catholicism still remains
small."
Religion and the church in the United States has had
several bad as well as good overtones for blacks. Norval
Glenn says, "Many Negro religious beliefs and practices are
among other things, aids to adaptation to a subordinate
status...religion has in some ways tended to retard the
progress of Negroes in American society, and in other ways
it has promoted Negro advancement." In spite of how reli
gion among blacks has developed, there is a feeling that it
will play a lesser role in the life of the Negro in years to
come. If this is true, then blacks will loose another
instrument, which had in the past offered sanction when the
individual was troubled, thus opening the road to suicide
even more so. In support of this assertion, Myrdal has this
to say, "a major trend is for religion to become less impor
tant among Negroes and for religious organizations and
1E. Franklin Frazier, Negroes in the United States
(New York: MacMillan Co., 1957), p. 363.
2Norval D. Glenn and Charles B. Bonjean, eds., Blacks
in the United States (San Francisco: Chandle Publishing Co.,
1969) , p. 623.
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leaders to become less influential." He further states
that:
The great interest of Negroes in religion has re
sulted partially from their lack of opportunity to
participate in other institutional spheres, and as op
portunities for other kinds of participation have become
greater, the importance of religious activity has become
less. As more Negroes have become well educated and
gained entry into upper-level occupations, the prestige
and influence of the Negro preacher have become rela
tively small. The Negro politician, the professional
race leader, and the Negro intellectual, among others,
have challenged the traditional leadership of the minis
ter. As other occupational opportunities have become
greater, fewer Negroes have felt the call to preach.2
According to Drake and Cayton, there was a wide-spread feel
ing among lower class Negroes in Chicago, during the
depression of the 1930's, that the church was a racket.
Since the advent of World War II, this feeling has declined.
As a result of this decline, black clergymen have had to
take a more active role in the development of the black
movement.
"The church," says Moberg, "preserves and transmits
many mores of the larger society...the church provides an
anchorage for the social order, acting as a primary agency
1Gunner Myrdal, An American Dilemma (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1960), p. 863.
2Ibid., p. 638.
3St. Claire Drake and Horace Cayton, Black Metropolis
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1972), p. 419.
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of stability and continuity." What affect the church will
have on the suicide rate among blacks in the future is not
clear. However, should the church altogether disappear,
there will most definitely be a breakdown in interpersonal
relationships. It is felt, however, that in spite of the
churches weakening influence over certain segments of the
population, and regardless to how much deterioration the
church experiences, it will always be an integral part of
man's existance in society.
American Society
Many cultures exhibit their feelings about death and
dying with taboos and rituals. Included in these taboos and
rituals are their attitudes toward suicide. These cultures
often determines the interpersonal relationships of their
respective members, which in turn has a profound affect on
the occurrence of suicide. Suicidal behavior of many indi
viduals in society, may be set-off by one, or perhaps several
of these factors: "Convictions after death, a possibility of
reunion with a deceased loved one, of pain and unmitigated
2
suffering, and a belief in the supernatural." In the mind
David 0. Moberg, The Church as a Social Institution
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1962), p. 50
id L. Sills, ed., International Encyclopedia of
the Social Sciences, 15 vols. (The MacMillan Co. and The
Free Press, 1968), p. 392.
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of the individual, who feels that life is no longer worth
living, is possibly found one of these factors of suicidal
behavior.
There are two controls which influences the individ
uals act of self-destruction,
...external controls which refer to the controls that
society may bring to bear on an individual to keep him
conforming and alive.... Internal controls may stem
from many factors found within the individual;...his
ideas, standards, morality, conscience, or feelings of
responsibility.... Also of significant importance, are
the actions of others toward the individual. Indications
of support, understanding, interest, and concern are all
very important in helping the suicidal individual.... As
a result of interpersonal relationships, the individual
may acquire some degree of flexibility, adaptability,
independence, and feelings of self-esteem. This might,
at one point in his life, allow him to endure severe
emotional stress and strain. However, these inter
personal relationships might make the individual more
vulnerable because of rigidity, over-dependence, and
poor self-concept.
What are the rules for performance which society it
self projects? What are they based on? These are the
questions which many social scientists concern themselves
with. The probable answers can be found through close ob
servance of middle class social behavior and accepted way of
life.
Within all class levels there is an important factor
which serves as a deterrant to suicidal behavior. Becker
1Ibid., p. 392.
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says that socialization of the individual occurs "when the
process of formation of the self-system has been secure
enough to enable him to sustain interaction with someone
other than the agents of his immediate socialization."
This factor has a profound affect on the individual's ten
dency to commit self-murder.
The rigidly defined distinctions between whites and
Negroes in American society has not only forced the Negro to
live in a subordinate capacity to whites, but has also made
them adjust to this inhuman status. In exemplifying this,
Rowan states:
Twenty years ago a white Southerner said these words
to me: 'Nigras will be second-class citizens in America
until they place more value on trained intelligence.
They will always be out-numbered by whites to the extent
that anger and violence will be self-defeating. Only
when Nigras do like the Jew and put educating their
children above whiskey or sororities will they move
toward freedom.'2
Rowan says that "if this is true, black people have more to
rejoice about these days than they think."
The period following World War II, was one of great
influx of Negroes from rural areas of the South into urban
Becker, The American Journal of Sociology, p. 494.
2
Carl P. Rowan, Just Between Us Blacks (New York:
Random House Inc., 1974), p. 62.
3Ibid., p. 63.
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centers of the North. With improved economic status, the
Negro slowly began to over-come some of the racial obstacles
imposed upon him by larger elements of American society.
Brown says that "our society's failure to treat Negroes as
persons not only tends to hold Negroes in a lower class
status, it also places a very heavy burden on Negroes who
have achieved middle and upper class status." While this
is very encompassing of the attitudes shared by many members
of the American society, Hendin says, "this society stimu
lates the black persons desires but blocks their fulfill-
2
ment." This relationship between blacks and whites can
easily be observed in areas such as education, occupation
and income, and general entrance into societies social
functions. Blacks in the past have been forced to socialize
within their own groups. However, in recent years this
segregated form of social participation has been lessened.
Although blacks have done much in recent years to
lessen social segregation, social equality of blacks and
whites is still but an uncertain hope for the near future.
McClean and Anderson says, that,
Ina C. Brown, The Story of the American Negro (New
York: Friendship Press Inc., 1957), p. 178.
Hendin, Black Suicide, p. 147.
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...it would be unfair to say that the black man has not
had to struggle too much with self-destructive impulses,
his struggle, however, has been primarily against the
threat of destruction from his social environment... in
order to be destroyed then, all that is necessary is to
submit to a system that is well equipped and structured
to make suicide a very easy possibility.^
The pressures which the Negro faces from his social
environment as well as from society itself, forces him to
ponder the ideas of self-murder. Surprisingly, however, is
the fact that the Negro tends to turn these feelings of
self-murder away from himself and directs it toward his
fellow brother. Observance of Table 1 indicates this un
fortunate relationship between black suicide and black homo-
cide. On the contrary, however, and just as unfortunate, is
the relationship which this same table indicates about white
suicide and homocide. While the homocide rate for whites is
relatively low, compared to that of the Negroes, their sui
cide rate is substantially higher. Also, close observance
of Table 2 shows that suicide rates for the total population
of the United States is higher than the homocide rates.
This fact within itself leads one to speculate as to why so
much attention and financial commitment has been focused on
the prevention of homocides and comparatively little on the
^■Lenora McClean and Dorothy Anderson, eds., Identi
fying Suicide Potential (New York: Behavior Publication Inc.,
1969), p. 69.
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TABLE 1.—Age Adjusted Death Rates for Selected Causes, by
Sex: 1965 and 1971
Nonwhite White
Causes
of 1965 1971 1965 1971
ath Fe- Fe- Fe- Fe-
Male male Male male Male male Male male
All
Causes 1,238.2 851.9 1,257.7 785.7 909.3 531.7 874.9 496.2
Suicide 9.7 3.0 10.4 3.9 17.7 6.7 18.0 7.5
Homocide 50.7 11.7 81.6 16.0 4.8 1.7 7.9 2.3
SOURCE: U. S. Department of Health, Education, and Wel
fare, National Center for Health Statistics.
control and/or prevention of suicide.
James Comer, in further an idea stated earlier by
Brown, says that:
The failure of society to develop a social system
that enables all people to meet their basic human needs
at a reasonable level, is the basis for black and white
conflict. Until this conflict has been alleviated we
will not be able to move beyond black and white.^
Comer also speaks of the black mind in relations to the
2
"newly" developing white mind. In viewing the relationship
between blacks and whites in American society, social
James P. Comer, Beyond Black and White (New York:




scientists would perhaps fare well by gaining a better under
standing of Comer's idea of the "newly" developing white
mind.
CHAPTER III
SOCIOECONOMIC ATTAINMENT OF BLACKS
IN THE UNITED STATES
Education
It has only been within recent years that blacks, as
the majority member of the "nonwhite" population, have made
significant gains in the area of education. With the pass
ing of Civil Rights legislation in 1952, education among
nonwhites increased considerably. The surge for equal edu
cational opportunities for nonwhites has been one of constant
demand and struggle. For many persons bent on bettering the
educational status of minorities, these demands and their
accompanying struggles, have exacted great tolls. In spite
of sacrifices, however, blacks and other minorities have
made significant advancements in bettering their educational
status.
Blacks, however small in number, have always ex
hibited some desire to better their educational status. The
old stereotype espoused by many whites, which advocates
27
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that blacks are by nature shiftless and lazy, has for too
long clouded the true abilities of blacks in America. Un
fortunately, however, is the fact that many blacks have been
persuaded to believe this stereotype of the Negro. Hendin
writes:
The attitude of most blacks toward education paral
lels their attitude toward work. As they are growing
up they cannot see the relevance of education to their
everyday lives or realistically view it as a way of im
proving their condition. Many of them eventually come
to feel differently, but by that time they have usually
not developed the capacity for sustained effort or are
cut off from educational opportunities.1
While Hendin may be correct as far as hard reality is
concerned, a greater sense of understanding is imperative
today when viewing black attitudes toward education. The
many social and economic factors which affect and shape the
everyday lives of blacks must be taken into consideration.
In the past, Negroes had little time for educational persuits
because of the work load placed upon them. As social and
economic conditions changed in the United States, blacks
acquired more time to devote to educational endeavors. Un
fortunately, however, is the fact that as these conditions
were lessened, a more detrimental form of physical and mental
control took place. Although blacks were legally freed from
Hendin, Black Suicide, p. 142.
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the bonds of slavery, the profound effect of prejudice and
discrimination upon the black mind and body has been, and
still is, very devastating. This prejudiceness and discrim
ination progressively moved from slavery up until the early
1950's. Since this, the effects of these controls have been
reduced significantly.
In reference to Hendin' s work and the manner in which
blacks perceive themselves educationally, there is no intent
to discredit his fine work. The only intent here is to
stimulate a greater surge for knowledge concerning the Negro
and his educational persuits. The Negro, as an American and
a human being, deserves this much recognition.
Sandra Stencel exemplifies the desires of blacks and
their hopes and aspirations for the future as she gives rec
ognition to an essay written by W.E.B. DuBois. She writes:
At the turn of the century the great black historian
W.E.B. DuBois wrote an important essay entitled, 'The
Talented Tenth1 in which he argued that the future of
the black race in America depended upon the ability and
determination of its educated members to lead the masses
of their people along the path of education to a position
of productivity and respect in society. DuBois felt that
higher education for the black man would produce a
Talented Tenth—men and women of intelligence, sympathy,
and knowledge, who would set the ideals of their commu
nity, direct its thoughts, and provide moral inspiration
and character. In short, he was describing the role of
30
the black middle class.
BuBois' possible unconscious idea of a black middle class
leading the black masses is not totally unencompassing of
the black struggle for equality in the field of education.
Like the white middle class, the black middle class is set
ting the examples to follow in the area of education. Lower
class blacks, however, are making tremendous strides in
educating their children. In support of this, Rowan writes:
A recent survey of 54,000 collegebound blacks showed
that almost half of them came from families earning less
than $6,000 a year. Only 12 percent of white freshmen
came from families earning so little. Allowing for
population differences, for every poor white family
that sends its kids to college there are now four poor
black families making the sacrifice. Of the 631,000
black undergraduates, only one out of seven came from
a family earning over $12,000 a year. That is a remark
able commitment to learning on the part of black famil
ies.2
In viewing black families as a whole, in terms of their edu
cational accomplishments, Rowan writes:
In 1965 blacks constituted only 4.6 percent of un
dergraduate enrollments so not even half the blacks were
in college who should have been—if they had enrolled
according to the black percentage of the population. By
1971, sacrifice had helped to lift the black percentage
to 9 percent—or respectably close to the black
Gimlin, ed., Editorial Research Reports,
2 vols. (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Inc.,
1973); Sandra Stencel, "Black Americans," 1963-1973: 640-641.
2
Rowan, Just Between Us Blacks, p. 63.
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11 percent of the population. The most important thing
about the upsurge of black collegians is what it means
for the future of black people.
While these statistics seem very impressive, one year later
the enrollment rate fell. College enrollment fell from
9 percent in 1971, to 8.7 percent in 1972. Still this was
not the end of decreasing enrollment of black students. In
2
1973 through 1974, black enrollment dropped to 7.8 percent.
In view of present economic conditions in the United States,
there is no reason to believe that black enrollment in our
nation's colleges have moved any other way but downward.
In our nation's high schools, during the school year
of 1970, one out of every black enrolled was a dropout. By
1971, this rate had fallen to one out of every nine. The
unfortunate fact, however, is that eleven percent of all
blacks fourteen to nineteen years old are high school drop-
outs, compared with only seven percent for whites. As a
result of blacks and whites dropping out of school, their
chances of obtaining a well-paying job are very slim. How
ever, due to present practices of discrimination, blacks
suffer the brunt of unemployment. Statistics show that
thirty-four percent of white men and fifty percent of black
men, who drop out of high school are jobless.
1Ibid., p. 64. 2Ibid., p. 192. 3Ibid., pp. 64-65
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To further dramatize the educational plight of many
members of minority groups, Rowan writes:
A nation-wide survey in 1970-1971, showed that the
expulsion rate for minority students was twice that for
nonminorities, and the expulsion rate of black students
was three times that for nonminority students. A black
male who graduates from high school would earn an aver
age of $76,000 more over his life-time than one who did
not get through the twelfth grade.1
In spite of the somewhat handicapped educational opportuni
ties for minorities prior to 1972, blacks were able to make
significant advancements in this year. Stencel says that
"in 1972, about 65 percent of all blacks in their twenties
were high school graduates, compared to only 54 percent in
1967. Also, the black dropout rate fell substantially in
2
those five years, from 22.8 percentto 17 .5 percent." Stencel
further states that "727,000 blacks attended college in 1972,
nearly doubling the 1967 figure."
Although blacks are making encouraging gains in the
field of education, there is still a significant number of
blacks and other minorities who are inactive in their edu
cational pursuits. To further add some insight into the
1Ibid., p. 195.
2





educational endeavors of whites and nonwhites, Table 3 has
been presented to show educational attainment in the United
States, urban and rural, for 1950, 1960, and 1970. With
such a large number of students out of school, it should
not be very difficult to surmise that our educational system
needs some revamping.
Occupation and Income
Blacks and other minorities in the past have had very
little opportunity to participate in upper-level occupations
which would yield higher incomes. The economic plight of the
Negro, prior to the end of the Civil War, is all too well
known in America. It is not necessary to indulge any further
into this inhumane treatment of a race of people. However,
of less importance to too many people, is the economic plight
of the Negro since the end of the Civil War. Dur primarily
to legislative changes in American society and the endless
struggles on the part of blacks and other sympathetic per
sons, blacks and other minorities have begun to make signif
icant advancements in the areas of occupation and income.
Although prejudicesness and discrimination have greatly
hampered these advancements, the accomplishments of blacks
in recent years is phenomenal.
During the 1950's, legislation introduced to end
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discrimination of blacks and other minorities in areas of
education, occupation, income, and other economic and social
areas, paved the way for better employment and income for
minority groups. Two analysts, Richard B. Scammon and Ben
J. Wattenberg, in their article, "Black Progress and Liberal
Rhetoric," had this to say about black income: "during the
1960's, income for black families nearly doubled while in
come for white families increased by only 69 percent." They
further assert that:
In the North and West young black married couples
showed even greater gains. Where the head of the family
was under 35 years of age, median income rose from 78
percent of white income in 1959 to 96 percent in 1970.
And when both busband and wife worked parity has not
only been achieved, it has even been surpassed.^
According to Stencel, Scammon and Wattenberg, "concede that
many blacks are still in poverty." They contended, however,
"that liberals and black leaders too often ignored the prog
ress of black majority in order to maintain moral and polit
ical pressure on the administration and on public opinion."
In criticizing Scammon and Wattenberg, Dr. John A. Morsell
of the NAACP states that:
...even if the authors were beyond reproach in handling
of national data on income and employment, their failure
to deal with the differential conditions to be found in
1Ibid., p. 626. 2Ibid., p. 627. 3Ibid., p. 628.
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the large urban ghettos is unexcusable. Here is where
the misery is piled up, thick and toughly resistant.
Here is where the social dynamite is packed away.^
According to Stencel, in 1972 "more than a million
Americans rose from the ranks of poverty—officially attri
buted to urban families of four with an income of $4,275 or
2
less." While those gains cited by Scammon and Wattenberg
for blacks in the 1960's seemed most promising and impressive,
it is asserted by Stencel that:
...among the black population, the number below the
poverty line actually increased by 300,000 (from 7.4
million to 7.7 million).... Census Bureau statistics
show that about 9 percent of all whites and 33 percent
of all blacks in 1972 were living in poverty. Blacks
in 1972 had an unemployment rate of 10 percent which
was twice as high as that for whites.3
Based on population size, statistics show that more
blacks are on welfare and other public assistance programs
than whites. According to Rowan:
Dr. Andrew F. Brimmer, a noted black member of the
Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, says
that 5.2 percent of the total income for blacks comes
from these programs. Also 0.7 percent of whites total
income comes from these programs. Brimmer points out
that welfare goes to the poor, not the rich, and if you
keep more blacks in poverty, you keep more blacks on
welfare.4
It is not an unknown fact that blacks occupy fewer
id., p. 628. 2Ibid. 3Ibid.
4
Rowan, Just Between Us Blacks, p. 75.
TABLE 4.—Median Income of Total Population Fourteen Years Old and Over in 1949, 1959,






U. S. Urban Rural U. S. Urban Rural U. S. Urban Nonfarm Rural
Both Sexes
Total $1,918 $2,162 $1,359
White 2,053 2,278 1,504
Nonwhite .. 973 1,278 535
Male
Total $2,434 $2,783 $1,744
White 2,573 2,918 1,905
Nonwhite .. 1,361 1,765 771
Female
Total $1,029 $1,228 $ 615
White 1,138 1,325 715







$1,357 $1,532 $ 902
1,441 1,637 974
909 1,105 456
$4,108 $4,340 $3,580 $3,236
4,318 4,548 3,818 3,393
2,917 3,247 1,717 1,397
$6,444 $6,860 $5,591 $4,509
6,772 7,209 5,933 4,719
4,067 4,617 2,484 1,861
$2,328 $2,514 $1,839 $1,534
2,374 2,549 1,919 1,599
2,002 2,278 1,088 861
oo
SOURCE: U. S. Bureau of the Census; U. S. Census of Population, General Social
and Economic Characteristics (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1972).
NOTE: Nonwhite statistics for 1970, refer to Negroes only.
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professional positions than whites in our economy. Whites
receive higher pay, in comparison with their black counter
parts who are equally trained. A quick look at Table 4
easily indicates the differentials of pay for blacks and
whites in the United States, urban and rural, for 1950,
1960, and 1970. By viewing Table 5 one can readily see the
occupational differentials for blacks and whites in the
United States for 1960 and 1970. The injustices suffered by
blacks in 1972, were further exemplified by Stencel when she
wrote:
...black females, 25-34, with some college training now
earn only 3 percent less on the average than similarly
trained white females. Black males of the same age
group with training equal to their white counter-parts
suffer a larger income gap—16 percent.•*■
Social Status
E. Franklin Frazier's Black Bourgeoisie; The Rise
of a New Middle Class, is an excellent portrayal of how
blacks obtained their social status in the United States.
In his discussion of the black middle class, Frazier points
out the existance of a small group of blacks who formed an
upper class group, somewhat out of the paths of whites. At
the end of the Civil War, these upper class blacks began to
•'■Gimlin, Editorial Research Reports, p. 629.
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migrate northward and westward where they eventually molded
into the sluggishly growing black populace. Some of these
blacks retained their upper class status and remained aloof
from the masses of their race. Still others, who were able
to pass-over into the white race, denounced their black
heritage and joined the more privileged segment of American
society. Those who chose to stay became leaders in the
areas of social and economic attainment for the masses of
their people.
As the struggle for black equality progressed, a new
class of blacks developed. This class, known as the black
middle class, took this struggle in hand and has made signif
icant gains. As Stencel says:
...it was the middle class black that provided the money,
leadership, and initiative for the black struggle. They
(sociologist) cite DuBois, Frederick Douglass, the
former slave who became a world famous abolitionist and
A. Philip Randolph, who organized the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters. Also, it was the predominantly
middle class NAACP that won the legal battles that gave
rise to the period of protest and sit-ins. The greatest
protester of all, Martin Luther King, Jr., was a product
of the privileged black middle class of Atlanta.
Although this is certainly a recognizable accomplishment on
the part of the black middle class, it should not be allowed
to cloud or over-shadow the many sacrifices and countless
1Ibid., p. 643.
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efforts put forth by lower class Negroes. Although a sig
nificant portion of the brain-power, necessary to operate
the black struggle, was provided by the middle class, it was
the lower class individuals that provided the large number
of participants necessary to be influential.
According to Scammon and Wattenberg, "a slender
majority of black Americans are in the middle class. This
is based on a lower limit of $8,000 a year for families in
the North and West, and $6,000 a year in the South." Blacks
in the middle class have been and perhaps still are, accused
of imitating the white middle class. However, according to
Stencel, this seems to be contradictable. She cites Andrew
Hacker, a professor of political science at Queens College,
as saying that "black middle class families have a more
disciplined life style than middle class whites. They have
more education, more of the wives work and they have fewer
children."2 Stencel further contradicts any attempts of
accusing black middle class members of imitating their white
counter-parts when she states that, "the search for better
education has led blacks to the suburbs—where 18 percent
of all black families live." If the black middle class is
truly imitating the white middle class, then Anthony Downs
id., p. 641. 2Ibid. 3Ibid.
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most certainly validifies this accusation by writing,
"blacks are moving to the suburbs for the same reasons as
whites, they're afraid of crime and they want better schools,
and they want to live in good black middle class neighbor
hoods." Of course, it is not felt that Downs intended to
show that black middle class Negroes had any desires to
imitate their white counter-parts. It is felt, however,
that Downs' statement does indicate that blacks have the same
basic desires of any American citizen—that of pursuing life,
liberty, and a general state of well being.
Although much has been said about blacks and their
middle class behavior, there are still those who seemingly
feel that the masses of blacks are culturally doomed to
ignorance—or at least several more decades. This trend of
thought is exemplified by Broom and Glenn as they state:
Even if all discrimination were to end, the low
status of poorly qualified Negroes would be self-
perpetuating. Poverty, high fertility, high rates of
illegitimacy, wide-spread family disorganization, and
similar conditions that hold lower class Negroes down
could continue for decades after the influences origi
nally responsible for them were virtually eliminated.
First of all, if all discrimination were to end, blacks
■'•Ibid., p. 642.
2
Leonard Broom and Norval Glenn, Transformation of
the Negro American (New York: Harper and Row Inc., 1967),
p. 189.
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would gain more incentive to better their educational status
because of better job opportunities. Secondly, those blacks
who were previously poorly qualified would be better quali
fied. And lastly, poverty, high fertility, high rates of
illegitimacy, wide-spread family disorganization, and similar
conditions that hold lower class Negroes down would be
greatly reduced, if not eliminated entirely. Although this
may sound as impossible, as is felt that Broom's statement
does, there is some relevance to this position. Take for
instance, the development of the United States and other
Western countries as opposed to that of underdeveloped coun
tries of today. The development of Western countries
occurred slowly over a period of hundreds of years. On the
contrary, underdeveloped countries are becoming industri
alized, urbanized, and modernized in phenomenally short
periods of time. This development is occurring over a
period of ten to fifteen years. If underdeveloped countries
are able to make this transition in such a short period of
time with the help of other developed countries, then why
can't the Negro make similar progress—with adequate leader
ship and the absence of these social, economic, and inhumane
ills of our society. It is felt that this comparison has
validity because there are two common elements found in both
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situations: first of all, the development of nations involves
both "people" and "applied skills," secondly, the transition
of the masses of American Negroes, from low class status to
middle and perhaps upper class status will also involve both
"people" and "applied skills." Negroes are not inherently
ignorant, they have simply been culturally deprived since
their unwillful enforcement into the bonds of American
slavery. If given free opportunity to choose between igno
rance and education, there is little doubt that the Negro
will choose education. He needs only to be reassured that
he will have equal opportunity in our economy and society in
general.
CHAPTER IV
THE THREAT OF SELF-DESTRUCTION
A Changing Way of Life
The disparity which the Negro has had to face in
America, has resulted in many an act of self-destruction.
Hendin expressed this relationship when he wrote:
It does not seem surprising that suicide becomes a
problem at such a relatively early age for the black
person. A sense of despair, a feeling that life will
never be satisfying, confronts many blacks at a far
younger age than it does most whites. For most discon
tented white people the young adult years contain the
hope of a significant change for the better. The
marked rise in white suicide after forty-five reflects,
among other things, the decline in such hope that is
bound to accompany age. The blacks who survive past the
dangerous years between twenty and thirty-five have made
some accommodation with life—a compromise that has
usually had to include a scaling down of their aspi
rations.1
Hendin has, without any doubt, described the plight of the
Negro in low class status. His feelings of hopelessness and
helplessness has too often driven him toward the act of
self-destruction. Although this element of disparity might
Hendin, Black Suicide, p. 145
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be found in all classes of people in the United States, it
can only be observed in its purest form within the ranks of
lower class living. This is not to say that this is where
the relevance lies in understanding suicidal behavior. It
is rather to suggest that the effects of socioeconomic at
tainment on the individual's act of self-destruction can
best be viewed from this standpoint.
Hendin further exemplifies the Negroes suicidal
trends by writing:
...in New York, suicide is twice as frequent among Negro
men between twenty and thirty-five as it is among white
men of the same age. The high frequency of suicide
among older whites has led to the misconception that
suicide is a 'white' problem, obscuring the fact that
among young adults of both sexes, particularly in urban
areas, it is actually more of a black problem. Black
suicide reaches its peak during the period between 20
and 35 years of age.
Hendin's assertion is gaining substantial support from
national statistics on suicide rates. Tables 6 through 9
are offered in an attempt to better understand the relation
ships and similarities between black and white suicides.
For many years the Negro has had to live under sub
human conditions in the United States. The engulfing arms
of prejudiceness and discrimination has held him in low
status positions and prevented him from making significant
1Ibid., p. 3.
TABLE 6.—Suicide Rates for the Total Population 15-85 Years of Age and Over by 5-Year
Age Groups in the United States, 1950-1973: Rates are Based on Deaths Per 100,000 Popu

































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































SOURCE: U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare, National Center for Health
Statistics.
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TABLE 7.—Suicide Rates for the Total Population, by Color




































































































































































































































































SOURCE: U.S. Department of Health, Education and Wel
fare, National Center for Health Statistics.
advances. For the few blacks that were able to better their
status through educational attainment, the struggle for
black equality became their goal. Through their efforts
and the undying eillingness of the black masses to be
treated as equals, the road toward equality slowly began to
TABLE 8.—Suicide Rates for the White Population 20-85 Years of Age and Over by 5-Year
Age Groups in the United States, 1950-1973: Rates are Based on Deaths Per 100,000 Popu
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































SOURCE: U. S. Department of
Statistics.
Health, Education and Welfare, National Center for Health
TABLE 9.—Suicide Rates for the Nonwhite Population 20-85 Years of Age and Over by 5-Year
Age Groups in the United States, 1950-1973: Rates are Based on Deaths Per 100,000 Popu














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































SOURCE: U.S. Department of Health, Education and
Statistics.
Welfare, National Center for Health
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open. Although today this road is still somewhat blocked to
many blacks, the socioeconomic status of the Negro in Amer
ica has greatly increased. Their achievements can be seen
in almost every area of human endeavor. This change in
socioeconomic status for blacks has brought about a change
in life style and most importantly, a new value system. With
this new life style, the middle-class Negro has freed him
self from the drudgeries of lower class living—forced on
him by the larger element of this society. However freed
from the drudgeries of lower class living, the middle-class
Negro is faced with new problems which he must confront and
overcome.
The middle-class Negro, who was at one time a member
of the lower class, brings with him into his newly acquired
social status all of the preconceived ideas and values
formulated in his former status. As a result of experiences
gained while moving toward middle class status, the Negro is
equipped with the ability to disguise or control those social
behaviorisms which might not be socially acceptable in this
new class. The destructive forces which the lower-class
Negro faced on a day-to-day basis from his social environ
ment, have disappeared in the middle class. However, the
threat of self-destruction may be increased. The
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middle-class black is more preoccupied with himself and
society's way of viewing him than is the lower-class black.
Thus, the middle-class Negro finds himself more entangled
in the cords of status integration and role conflict than he
previously was in his lower class status. The affects of
status integration and role conflict on the individual's act
of self-murder has been given very serious thought by many
social scientists. Most of them consur that status inte
gration and role conflict are factors in the occurrence of
suicides.
In spite of the increasing knowledge of the Negro
American and his achievements, there are those who continu
ously seek to confuse and disorient his masses. Negroes are
constantly faced with such rhetoric as this espoused by
Broom and Clenn: "Negroes must continue to gain on whites in
education and occupation simply to stay the same distance
behind in income." One has only to review the data sub
mitted in Chapter III, in order to falsify this statement.
Too often blacks are faced with this kind of illogical non
sense. It should not only be the duty but the goal of every
educated black to see that this type of rhetoric is no
■^Broom and Glenn, Transformation of the Negro Amer
ican, p. 119.
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longer allowed to poison the minds of the advancing black
youth.
According to Broom and Glenn, "the transformation of
the Negro American will be expressed in the obsolute and
relative improvement in his status and increased interaction
with whites, unthreatened and unthreatening interaction
between equals." The desired or perhaps necessary relation
ship between blacks and whites, is further expounded upon by
Brown as she writes, "if artificial barriers, which tend to
separate blacks and whites, are removed, Negroes tend to
think, feel, and act very much like white people of the same
economic and educational level." While Broom and Glenn, as
well as Brown, may be correct in their assertions, it is
felt—and will be substantiated by data submitted in the two
following subheadings—that the development of the black
conscience, within the middle-class structure, is indepen
dent of any wish to be like or become white. The black man
simply has the desire to be an American citizen, with all of
the rights and privileges thereof.
1Ibid., p. 194.
2Brown, The Story of the American Negro, p. 179.
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The Struggle for Acceptance
As has been stated earlier, the struggle for
equality of blacks and whites in American society, has been
one of tremendous hardships and long endurance. The Negro
has yet to realize the full meaning of equality in our so
ciety. His struggle has been with himself as well as with
other elements of his environment, which are seemingly
geared to aid in his act of self-destruction. Elwin Powell
has formulated a new social integration-suicide hypothesis,
which is not only encompassing of the black middle class,
but of all classes in the United States. He theorizes that:
... individuals may be (1) dissociated (alienated) from
society, (2) enveloped by society, or (3) integrated in
society. Suicide is most frequent among the first two
categories...in American society dissociated individ
uals are predominant in low status occupations, enveloped
individuals are predominant at high income levels, while
integrated individuals prevail at intermediate levels.
Dissociated persons are alienated from a society's
'conceptual' and value system, and are unable to find
much meaning or hope in life. Enveloped individuals
find life meaningless because, being almost completely
controlled by society, they find it difficult to act
spontaneously or to find personal reasons for living.
Integrated individuals strike a balance between dis
sociated and envelopment.1
This hypothesis of Powell's is very interesting in that it
summarizes the discontent, frustrations and other forms of
Jack P. Gibbs, Suicide (New York: Harper and Row
Publishers, 1968), p. 115.
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anxiety found in each of our social classes. Within the
category of dissociated individuals, one can readily specu
late as to it's composition. This category would defi
nitely be comprised of the lower classes and perhaps the
lower limits of the middle class. The individuals compris
ing the enveloped category would perhaps be the upper-most
limits of the middle class and the upper class. And,
finally, comprising the integrated category would be those
individuals who occupy the middle-middle class status.
While variations of Powell's three categories may be found
in each social class, the specifications above seem reason
ably safe.
Statistics show that the rate of suicide is high for
low-income individuals as well as for high-income individ
uals. In taking Powell's hypothesis somewhat out of con
text, lets now see if it can also be applied to just one
particular segment of the population. In viewing Powell's
hypothesis, in reference to the socioeconomic attainment of
Negroes, the same class allocations will apply as was pre
viously discussed, with one exception—the existence of a
black upper class. There are two probable justifications
for the exclusion of a black upper class. First of all,
social mobility from lower class to middle class is
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attainable through socioeconomic development. Secondly,
social mobility between classes is very difficult, and al
though social mobility within the social class occurs fairly
frequently, rarely does a member of the lower or middle
classes aspire to the ranks of upper-class status. The num
ber of blacks in the upper class, since it is primarily based
on social factors other than education, occupation, and in
come would yield very little, if any, relevance to this
study of black suicide.
Statistics show that the suicide rate for lower-
class blacks are relatively high and that while the suicide
rate for the middle class is somewhat lower, this act of
self-destruction may be seen frequently among lower-middle
class blacks. In support of this statement, Gibbs asserts
that, "several studies have found that suicide increases as
occupational status decreases. The suicide rate for pro
fessional occupations is usually low." In assuming that
Gibbs1 information is correct, then Hendin's assertion that
"suicide among urban blacks is a serious problem" adds more
2
validity to this discussion of Powell's first category.
Thus, from all information submitted, Powell's category for
1Ibid., p. 105.
2
Hendin, Black Suicide, p. 3.
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dissociated individuals, stands true for Negroes.
In viewing Powell's second category, that of envel
oped individuals, members of the black upper-middle class
status will be viewed. While Gibbs' assertion that the
suicide rate for professionals is usually low tends to con
tradict the validity of Powell's second category, this is
not actually the case. Whereas Gibbs is referring to all
professionals, Powell's second category, as manipulated in
this paper, refers only to those professionals who predomi
nate at high income levels. This relationship can perhaps
be exemplified by the differences in income for teachers and
doctors. Also adding validity to this category is national
statistics on suicide for high income individuals. Although
this relationship is not easily seen (due to the manner in
which black suicide data has been collected, until recently)
when viewing blacks in high income occupations, it still re
mains true. This relationship, in reference to the Negro,
is also disguised by nationally low suicide rates. Thus,
Powell's second category has been upheld in reference to
this paper and the Negro.
Lastly, Powell's third category, which perhaps is
the most significant to this study because it deals directly
with socioeconomic attainment, deals specifically with the
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black middle-middle class. There is perhaps much that could
be said about the individuals in this class. However, in an
attempt to escape the possibilities of repetition, let it be
concluded that Powell's third category, in reference to the
Negro, has also been substantiated by the findings of cate
gories one and two. Also, so as not to be confusing, let it
be pointed out here that it is felt that the suicide rate
for blacks in this category is very low—this is based on
all data previously submitted.
The idea of the adaptive failure of blacks in their
later years (after age 40) has been given some consideration
by Herbert Hendin, in his book, Black Suicide. In an at
tempt to gain further insight into the Negro's act of self-
destruction, let us now view this idea in terms of the
Negro's increased socioeconomic status. First of all, let
us attempt to better understand what Hendin is referring to
when he speaks of the black man's adaptive failure. Hendin
writes, "older black men see their adaptive failure in moral
terms rather than in the terms of failure of achievement
that more often characterizes the older white suicidal
men." According to Hendin, older white men, in comparison
to black men of the same ages, have a very high rate of
■•■Ibid., pp. 90-91.
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suicide. The low rate of black suicide in old age is
attributed to the black man's adaptiveness to failure. This
idea of adaptive failure is further exemplified by a state
ment cited earlier by Rowan. Rowan says that "the rigidly
defined distinctions between whites and Negroes in American
society has forced the Negro to live in, and adjust to, a
2
subordinate status position." The Negro's forced state of
subordination to whites has greatly influenced the develop
ment of his adaptive nature.
With a greater number of blacks receiving better
education, thus improving their occupational and income
opportunities, these rigidly defined distinctions which
Rowan is referring to are fastly disappearing. Thus, so is
this idea of adaptive failure which Hendin speaks of. If
Hendin's idea of adaptive failure has truly in the past
curtailed the black suicide rate in old age, we should
expect an increase in the overall black suicide rate, due to
an increased rate for older blacks. This does not take into
account, however, the possible formation of other suicidal
preventives, obtained through a better understanding of the
individual's act of self-destruction.
Ibid., p. 3.
2
Rowan, Just Between Us Blacks, p. 62.
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A general conclusion can be drawn from both Hendin
and Powell, in reference to the way in which their data was
purposefully manipulated. This conclusion being, that socio-
economic attainment, on the part of the Negro, has contri
buted to an overall increase in his rate of suicide—whether
profound or not, still remains to be seen in the near future.
This conclusion is not intended to be alarming or retarding
to the Negro and his struggle for better socioeconomic
attainment. Although it has been asserted that higher socio-
economic attainment has contributed to the increase in black
suicides, it is by no means totally responsible for this
increase. The increase in black suicides can be attributed
to many factors found in society. In fact it would be
relatively safe to assume, on the basis of data submitted,
that the suicide rate for blacks of higher socioeconomic
status is substantially lower than that for lower-class
blacks.
The Need for Greater Black Awareness
The Negro has had to struggle hard in America in
order to become what he is today. The culture which he has
had to build from fragments of his previous African culture
and what little culture he has obtained through observing
the white man is nothing to be ashamed of. This somewhat
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enforced culture was until recently, the only means which
the Negro had of relating his feelings, hopes, and aspi
rations to one another. However, today the black man, pri
marily through the efforts of his own struggle, has been
given another choice. This choice is a culture which is
more representative of the true black man of today, a cul
ture which is exemplified by the black middle class. Blacks
need to realize that when solidly unified as one, they
comprise an almost immovable force—capable of logically and
rationally obtaining all of the fruits of equality.
The trickery instituted by whites in the past, can
no longer serve as deterrants to blacks with wants and needs
or as an immovable obstacle bent at keeping blacks ununified
and confused. Blacks today are making their demands known
and are backing these demands with the skills and abilities
necessary to procure them. Whites can no longer justify the
old adage that there are just no qualified blacks available.
Each year, all over the United States, colleges, universities,
and technical institutions graduate thousands of qualified
blacks who are ready to take their places in our society.
And it might be added, their rightful place.
The accusation that the black man is trying to
imitate the white man is just another trick employed by those
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too blind to see or accept the true plight of the black man
today. I. C. Brown sums up the true intentions of the black
man by writing:
A Negro's desire to be an American first and a Negro
second does not mean that he is 'trying to be like white
people.' The Negro who wants a good education or a good
job or a home in a good neighborhood is not 'acting like
white people'; he is acting like an American. ...Negroes
are asking not only that they be treated as Americans;
they are asking that they also be treated as persons.^
This needs no further explanation because it is so encom
passing of the basic desires of black people.
There has been no intentional attempt made here to
suggest that blacks in the United States will one day live
in a cultural Utopia. The attainment of true equality still
lingers somewhere in the future. Whether near or far is a
question to be answered only by its eventual occurrence.
Still, the tremendous advancements, registered by blacks, in
the areas of education, occupation, and income suggests sub
stantial changes in the near future.




The advent of suicide in society has served as a
stimulus to many persons interested in finding a cause or
offering an explanation for this strange phenomenon. Early
attempts at explaining this act of self-destruction were
based primarily on demonoligical and theological specu
lations . Most arguments were centered around the right of
the individual to take his own life. Such early writers as
Montesquieu, Voltaire, and Rousseau, challenged the laws on
suicide and argued the right of the individual to choose
between life or death. While this manner of viewing suicide
was not perpetuated by all writers of this period, little
was accomplished, in terms of understanding suicides, until
the works of Emile Durkheim and Sigmund Freud.
Both men, working in two different fields, are given
credit for the major advancements made in the area of under
standing suicides. Freud's psychoanalytic theory of suicide
and Durkheim's sociological approach to suicide, are the
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first major works which offer some testable propositions
about the occurrence of suicide. According to Jackson,
Freud's theory states essentially that "the individual turns
his sadism inwardly toward himself.... Durkheim, however,
focused his attention on the forces of society which affect
the individual and not on the individual himself."
Perhaps one of the best known theories on suicide
since Freud's original work, has been developed by Karl
Menninger. Menninger feels that there are three elements in
any suicide—"the wish to kill, the wish to be killed, and
2
the wish to die." Around the world each year millions of
people die each year by self-inflicted means. As a matter
of fact, in the United States, thousands of persons commit
this act of self-murder each year. "It is estimated," says
Joost Meerloo, "that eighty percent of all people admit to
having played with suicidal tendencies." Unfortunately, a
good many of these people succeed in taking their lives.
According to Meerloo, "four times as many men kill
themselves than women, and in the United States three times
1Shneidman and Farberow, Clues to Suicide, pp. 11-
12.
2Ibid., p. 16.
3Grollman, Suicide; Prevention, Intervention, Post-
vention, p. 5.
66
as many whites as Negroes kill themselves." Hendin says,
however, "that inadequate studies of national figures deal
ing with black and white suicide rates, has obscured the
frequency of suicide among young urban blacks...only after
the age of forty-five does the suicide rates for whites
increase so drastically over that for blacks that it even-
2
tuates in higher totals for whites."
Past investigations have revealed much about suicide
among different groups and/or races within society. Through
the use of various scientific methods and tools, social
scientists have gathered statistics which offer some expla
nation, as well as reasons, for this social phenomenon. The
social scientist is greatly handicapped, however, in his
search for data dealing with actual cases of suicide. Each
year deaths, which may be unconsciously self-directed, are
labeled homocide or accidental. Homocide rates, though
lower for the total population than suicide rates, account
for a significant number of deaths each year. Of even
greater importance is the fact that homocide rates for blacks
is tremendously higher than black suicide rates. Hendin
says that "black homocide rates reaches its peak during the
Meeloo, Suicide and Mass Suicide, p. 80.
2
Hendin, Black Suicide, p. 5.
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age period of twenty to thirty-five years of age." The
number of deaths which result from excessive use of alcohol
and/or drugs, those deaths that result from one person
taunting another person or persons to kill him, and those
deaths which may occur as a result of one's participation in
possible life-taking activities, are all in a sense suicides.
Unfortunately, however, there are no known sociological
schemes accurate enough to determine the number of deaths
that might be misconstrued and labeled as accidentals or
homocides.
In the United States, suicide and suicide rates
within the white populace have been well studied and re
searched. On the contrary, however, little is known about
black suicide and suicide rates. It has not been until
recently that scholars have developed an interest in black
suicides. Suicide is not a racial problem and should not be
treated as such. It occurs very frequently in American
society and shows no preference to race, creed, or color.
That it may be more prevalent among one segment of the
population than another is not justification enough to limit
its study primarily to that segment. Suicide in American
society can best be understood through the studies of each
1Ibid., p. 3.
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segment's suicidal trends in connection with its overall
exposure to the society. It was for this reason that the
occurrence of suicide among blacks was selected for study.
Many explanations ranging from elements of climatic
conditions to individual dissociations within society, have
been offered as possible factors in the individual's act of
self-destruction. However, most social scientists have
ruled out the possibilities of climate having any profound
effect over suicide rates. Of importance, however, is the
fact that social scientists are very interested in the pos
sible relationship between suicide and social relations
within society.
Over the past few years, suicidal trends among blacks
has increased steadily. This increase can be easily observed
when comparing past suicidal trends to recent suicidal trends
for blacks. Significant gains have been accomplished in
understanding suicidal trends as they are related to certain
social conditions found in society. Social scientists have
found correlations between suicide and other elements in
society such as: status integration and role conflict, loose
associations between the individual and social institutions,
and various other elements. However, little has been done
to show some degree of correlation between suicidal
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tendencies and socioeconomic attainment among certain seg
ments of society. While this does not hold true for whites
in the United States, it most certainly gains validity when
referring to minority groups in our society.
It is felt that the increase in socioeconomic status
for blacks has brought about new role conflicts not found in
lower class status. Furthermore, it is also felt that in
creased socioeconomic status has affected the adaptive nature
of blacks in old age. With the disruption of two former
suicide preventives, suicide has possibly become more prev
alent among blacks in the United States today. In the
attempt to better understand the possible relationship
between suicide and increased socioeconomic status for blacks,
this conjectual statement was the object of research: As
blacks move from a state of lower socioeconomic status, to
one of higher socioeconomic status, their suicidal rate
increases; this is based on higher educational attainment,
increased income and better occupational opportunities, and
a general upgrading of social status.
The gains of blacks over the past three decades have
been phenomenal in the area of social and economic status.
In 1950, the median school year completed by nonwhites was
6.9 in comparison to 9.7 for whites. In 1960, nonwhite and
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white median school years completed were 8.2 and 10.9,
respectively. In 1970, median school years completed for
nonwhites and whites were 9.8 and 12.1, respectively. Al
though blacks still linger behind whites in educational at
tainment, a significant number of blacks are receiving
higher educations today. In the field of occupation and
income, blacks are also making significant gains due to
higher educational attainment. Also, a rather high number
of blacks have obtained middle class status and are being
joined by more blacks each year.
Based on the data submitted, it is felt that higher
socioeconomic attainment has contributed to the increase in
black suicides. However, there has been no evidence, which
would indicate that suicide rates for blacks increases as
their socioeconomic status increases. As a result of these
findings, the hypothetical assertion, that as blacks move
from a state of lower socioeconomic status, to one of higher
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